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Kewaunee firm carved its niche in history 


The European immigrants who came 
to America didn’t leave their skills and 
craftmanship behind. 

One such immigrant was Joseph F. 
Svoboda, who came from Bohemia and 
settled in Kewaunee. He founded one of 
the city's early industries. 

His company manufactured church 
pews, altars, and filled special orders. 
Until about 15 years ago, the business 
remained a family operation. With the 
building of the present highway bridge 
across the Kewaunee River, the origi¬ 
nal downtown plant was torn down and 
the operation was moved north on Wis¬ 
consin 42. 

After several changes in ownership, 
the business survives today as the Top 
of the Hill Shop. 

The artisans that Svoboda employed 
were skillful. Orders kept them busy 
and Svoboda was proud of their 
accomplishments. Many area churches 
are graced with products from the Jo¬ 
seph Svoboda Co. 

One of the most notable of his 
employees was Robert Petscheider. 
When business was slack, Petscheider 
and Svoboda worked on projects that 
could be taken to trade fairs or shown 
to clients to highlight the quality of the 
work done by this firm. 

They carved realistic-looking 
animals. They carved Christ in Gethse- 
mane and Dan Patch, a famous race 
horse from early in this century. Their 
greatest work of art probably was a 
carving of Custer’s Last Stand, which 


Throughout this year of 
Wisconsin's Sesquicentennial 
celebration, the 
Press-Gazette 
will publish a 
series of sto¬ 
ries on local 
history. This 
feature, 
prepared with 
the assistance of the 
Brown County Historical Society, 
will appear on Mondays. 


commemorates the famous battle in 
Montana. 

Starting with a piece of wood about 
7-by-47‘2 feet and 6 inches deep, 
Petscheider and Svoboda carved Indi¬ 
ans with tomahawks, Indians on horse¬ 
back and Army troops with rifles all 
emerging from this huge flat surface. 

In one instance, all one can see from 
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Master carver: When business was slow at the Joseph Svoboda Co., mas¬ 
ter carver Robert Petscheider worked on projects that could be taken to 
trade fairs to show the quality of work done by the company. This photo, 
taken in 1957, shows Petscheider working on a carving of The Last Supper. 


the front view is the back of a soldier’s 
head. But if one uses a mirror, the 
facial features also can be seen. George 
Custer is shown with his flowing long 
hair and his saber raised. 

Eight of their carvings are in the 
Kewaunee County Museum on Court¬ 
house Square in Kewaunee. Another 
two are displayed in the main corridor 
of the Kewaunee County Courthouse. 

All of these belong to the Kewaunee 


County Historical Society and are 
collectively known as the Joseph F. 
Svoboda collection. All of them were 
bequeathed to the society by the heirs 
of the Svoboda family. 

It is rumored that other carvings 
also exist in the Kewaunee area, but 
none of the rumors can be substantiat¬ 
ed. 

(Submitted by Gerald Abitz, 
Kewaunee Historical Society) 





